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While most heads of state hailed the Summit of the Americas, held in Miami Dec. 9-11, as a
milestone in economic relations between Canada and the United States and their neighbors south
of the Rio Grande, critics accused the hemisphere's governments of selling out the poor in the name
of free trade. Although the summit's official focus included such issues as the strengthening of
democratic institutions, the call for a hemispheric free trade zone clearly overshadowed all other
considerations.
Even though the final documents express lofty social-political ideals, only the free trade proposals
carry concrete steps and a specific time schedule for implementation. For the first time in 35 years,
all the heads of state in the Americas, with the notable exception of Cuba's Fidel Castro, gathered
to respond to regional concerns. Castro was pointedly not invited, since he is now considered
the hemisphere's only nonelected leader. Anti-Castro demonstrators in Miami demanded that
the regional leaders take steps to remove Castro from office and US president Bill Clinton said
in his opening address that he hoped the next summit would include a "democratically elected"
Cuban president. Nevertheless, most Latin American leaders have called on the US to lift the trade
embargo against Cuba, arguing that opening diplomatic and trade channels would more likely lead
to a democratic opening in Cuba than present punitive US policies toward the island nation.
In addition, critics point to questionable elections in several countries, including the Dominican
Republic and Mexico, that they say makes the US stance toward Cuba untenable. Of all the leaders
present in Miami, only Argentina's Carlos Saul Menem seemed intent on playing to the Cuban exile
audience. Menem tried without success to get a formal condemnation of Cuba from the meeting.
One foreign diplomat said he believed Menem had little to gain directly from attacking Castro
except the gratitude of the US, which also attempted unsuccessfully to put the issue of Cuba on the
formal summit agenda. "Such initiatives failed because 90 percent of Latin Americans don't like US
policy on Cuba," said the diplomat.
Notwithstanding the economic accords reached at the conference, many critics warn that the
summit will in the end be seen as little more than a massive publicity stunt if the final agreements
do not improve the deteriorating standard of living of the continent's poor majority. According
to the World Bank, Latin America's richest 20 percent control 67.5 percent of the region's wealth.
For example, Brazil's GNP has more than tripled in two decades to US$450 billion, and per capita
income has risen to US$2,920, Latin America's highest. But the income gap has yawned wider. The
richest 20% of Brazilians earn 26 times what the poorest 20% make. In the United States, the ratio
is 9 to 1, and in India, it is 5 to 1. Yet even as economists project growth rates of 5% to 10% a year
until 2005 when the summit agreement to form a Free Trade Area of the Americas will take effect in
the short to medium term, the present structural economic reforms still underway in Latin America
will mean higher unemployment, and consequently, an even greater gap between rich and poor.
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Meanwhile, some of the strongest criticisms of the summit were leveled by human rights groups.
The US-based Human Rights Watch strongly chastised the heads of state for failing to respond to
human rights abuses in the Western Hemisphere.
"The untold story of the region (at the summit) was the persistence of the egregious, systematic
human rights violations in countries with institutionalized democracies," read a declaration by
Human Rights Watch. "Torture (is still) commonplace throughout the region, including in Brazil,
Colombia, Peru, and El Salvador." A statement by William F. Schulz, Executive Director of Amnesty
International, USA, said, "Three myths that democracy guarantees respect for human rights, that
free trade inevitably brings with it improvements in human rights, and that perpetrators need not
always be prosecuted undermine the credibility of those leaders participating in the summit."
Other issues critics say were either not dealt with or glossed over include the lack of "real," rather
than "formal democracy," despite the advent of civilian administrations and regular election
processes in most countries. In addition, there was no mention of the still fledgling peace processes
in some of the Latin American nations, such as Guatemala and Colombia. Moreover, some measures
promoted by the US, including an endorsement of the concept of "restoring" democratic rule when
necessary in countries where de facto regimes attempt to retake power, were left out of the final
document.
To call attention to some of these concerns, 65 US and Latin American nongovernmental
organizations presented the delegations with their own position paper titled, Promises to Keep,
which contends that the neoliberal agenda in Latin America has led to the neglect of social issues. In
their proposal to summit delegates, the NGOs called for measurable actions to defend and promote
human rights, to improve military-civilian relations, to promote economic justice, and to implement
an environmentally sustainable development model. The groups also pointed out that there was no
forum for nongovernmental organizations to make their concerns known.
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